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— 
he serpents in Indian literature are seldo t 
are often indicated to be human: But though bai npr eae 3 
ibarata, Buddhist liteMture also records extensive sb ira 


the Nagas = a seat esca | F Sirs t 
the Vedic ames down to the age of the Mahabharat 
Buddhist literature no mention is to be 
important feniale serpent-character. The 
mentions the name of Jaratkaru, 
a detailed account of her but her importance was rather momen- 
tary as it did not exist after the birth of her son Astika, More- 
over, no divinity was attributed to her. In the Aitareya Brah- 
mana of pre-Mahabharata age, the word sarpa-rajni occurs?. But 
[f the word has been supposed to mean the earth there and not the 
{s queen of serpents’. 
Female deities had a minor place in Aryan faith. The dis- 
coveries at Mahen-jo-daro and Harappa show that the cult of a 
* Mother-Goddess thrived there predominantly possibly from as 
early as the pre-Vedic times. Hence it is probable that it was from 
the non-Aryan culture that the later Indo-Aryans adopted the 
cult of the Mother-Geiddess. That the type of the existent culture 
did not also altogether disappear from this country after 
the spread of Aryan civilization is quite evident from the con- 
_ “Pption of the Sakti goddesses in the Puranic age of India as well. 
The eastern provinces of India and the peninsula of ia 
“an are the places where Aryan influence could not sprea 
sctively. Hence it is these parts of India that m T 
p e-Aryan cultural characteristics. Sakti worship: OF me 
the goddesses of power of some specific nature 1s R 
s is why in no other place in India except nao $ 
har and Assam and the South can the worship 


pe one’s notice th 


a or the early 
found anywhere of any 
Mahabharata, it is true, 
Sister of Vasuki, and contains 
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jan culture the se 
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worship Of the anthro 
aga-raja has not “i 
lowing report op the 
in 1937 will show that 
the serpent-goddes. ie 
. The report has further 
morphic serpent-goddess 
the earliest of its kind 0 

special notice, 

S, full of hot sulphur 
of nature, ancient Raja- 
s—for round about it lay 
Gangetic basin. The earliest 
not have failed to take nov 
» this ancient city continued 
al of Magadha, modern Bihar. 
» for there are innumerable 
ted books and in the Pura- 
attracted generations of 
examined the cyclopean 
left in it. There is one 
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ceistence of two earlier strate of buildi 


hese) Ea ings, pointi i 
_ynctly tO the continuity of snake-worship ia PE, ae 
early 


enturies of the Christian Era, This vaar 
a have been made by Mr. G. C. Chun prnaos z 
; geological Survey, which confirm the su aia vee 
the building here was a shrine dedicated to Mani Na a 
Jeast from the early centuries of the Christian aye 
inscription discovered on a red sandstone sculpture a 
ved in characters of the 2nd Century A.D. brings out 
the name of Mani Naga whose favour is referred to ap- 
parently as being conducive to some benefit to the donor. 


The sculpture in question was found in various frag- 
ments during the last five years and, when pieced together, 
~ was found to reveal a row of Nagas with snake-hoods on 
the head and several female figures or Naginis one of which 
has the inscription ‘Bhagini Sumagadhi’ or sister Sumagadhi. 
rom her name, Bhagini Sumagadhi appears to have been 
protecting deity of ancient Magadha (modern Bihar). 
e finds afford a glimpse into the popular religion of the 
t citizens of Rajgir, and show that snake-deities, both 
and female, were worshipped, particularly for bring- 
‘the much-needed rains, the association of snakes 
being probably due to the fact that snakes are 
vidence during the rainy season than at any 
of the year. The present discovery also shows: 
names cling to certain places, the original 
site with Mani Naga being to this day 
” Maniyar Math, even after the lapse 


al a i tate ell 
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auld not be so effective that the feminiz 
ryans began to establis 
on-Aryans beg establish their 
the ” Aryanization of Beng: eir hold, 
WY pnough igal began b 
A.D. the history of the land bears wita 
wer * : SS » ) 
wot van faith and culture could neve, ides de the fact that 
p” thereafter. After the invasion of Wester Bri 
o 0 speakers the vanquished non-Aryans Hint n India by the 
; pet for te Tans veal to move towards 
t at first, for the Deccan was still sire rds 
eee of the R vg rounded by dee 
pres The story of the Ramayana offers indication of th A 
- gorests. ome rks ation of this 
y was the last refuge of the non- nates ny 
E n India. In the society of he cee people in 
are to be found mz E cay Bengal, 
Ea been preserved uni any traces of primitive culture 
hich have been $ 4 ve uninterrupted for a long time due to 
the fact that Benga z situated far away from the centre of India 
ar the real home of Indo-Aryan culture. The conception of an 
anthropomorphic serpent-goddess is a part of this. 
Among the Mahayana or Tantric Buddhist School of Eastern 
“India we light upon the existence of a certain serpent goddess, 
Janguli by name. According to the Mahayana tradition the 
dess Janguli is very ancient. It is claimed that even the Lord 
Buddha taught some of his chief disciples the mystical formula 
the worship of this goddess‘. From this it appears it was 
a considerably early period of time that the worship of 


1 ` `i i i 
© deities Conceived 


a 


the fourth cen- 


Eastern India. In Sadhanamala, an aphoristic treatise 
ddhist Tantric practices, elaborate details about the 
the worship of the goddess Janguli are recorded from 
s seen that ‘the Hindu goddess Manasa or Visahari 
d resemblance to the appearance of Janguliy and 
tive verses in the Hindu Tantric works for the 

ive her the epithet of Janguli.” 
> are kinds of religious practices 
i, From the description of 
ystical formula of the first 
n know that the goddess 
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hed and adorned with — 
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her hands, one hang 


e sign of learlessnos. 


we get from the hymnal 
milar to the first in Many 
goddess catches a t. 

fying a pen; peacock is also 
serpent in one hand, whije 
to her devotee)’. A py 
es’s description that we 
original nature, the two 
cording to this descrip. 
and six handed. She js 
‘hood of the serpent, The 
inderbolt and an arrow 
blue lotus and a bow, 
‘sorts of ornaments’. 

3 a School used to carve 
cription and worship 

of one such image 
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Mayurbhanj. Its 
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of the Jaina preceptor Hemchandran 
which was composed in Kathiwar : 
a erotic sentiment is predomin 
and composed after the conventio ; 

oa SPE contains a diactiticn ar Pie later Sans- 
ie eae antations of ; 
of magical charms before the goddess Ji 
| of snake-poison. of {DGS te ae 
erefore, it appears that the cult of the goddess Janguli 
distributed though it was more popular in the 4 
a area 
; which the Mahayana School of Buddhism was much in pre- 
The influence of Mahayana Buddhism continued almost 
times of the Pala Emperors in Bengal, Therefore, there 
ient reason to believe that the supremacy of this most 
anthropomorphic serpent-goddess Janguli was widely 
in Bengal upto that time. When with the decline 
a Empire there was revival of Hinduism in the hands _ 
kings many Buddhist priests left this country for 
- Mahayana Buddhism was still very popular, but 
yed on preferred to introduce their gods and god- 
nes so as to avoid any suspicion of their Bud- 
seems that the name Janguli for the snake- 
{ at that time and a new name Manasa was 
to advance some arguments in favour of 


| Kaumudi Mitra- 
in Gujrat is a drama 


ant, It is complete in ten 


‘compare the following hymnal verse 
with that of Janguli already refer- 
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reat degree with th : 
eferred to before 

verse which is more 
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comparison with the 
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a put on any form she 
e who is moon-like in 
n, who is generous ang 
nimous and wears always 
nile on her lips, whose 


sily discernible. Due to 
i, of whom I shall pre- 
has been described as 


the priests of some 
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on ol the serpent goddess to the Vedas in the Atharva 


apli 
conce 
daughter versed in se 


veda there is the mention of n hunters 


re j 
pent lore: his daughter of a huntsman is conver sant with th 


ts of counteracting snakes bit But in the Atharva Veda 


secre 
She was 


divinity had not been attributed to her character as yet 
merely an ordinary hunter s daughter but possessed some miracu 
jous powers in regard to serpent lore, The passage from this mira 
coulous trait in her character to divinity is not at all unnatural, 
Some are of opinion that Ghritachi, destroyer of poison, and the 
fowler’s daughter, spoken of in the Atharva Veda, are identical 

It is also seen in the Atharva Veda that one of the attr 
butes of the goddess Saraswati is that she is the destroyer ol 


poison, From the hymnal verses to Janguli too, already quoted, 


it will be seen that she has been spoken as being all-white, with 
a white skirt on, adorned with white ornaments and playing on a 
stringed lyre, Elsewhere she has been described as having in her 
hand peacock feathers i.e. pen. The vehicle of goddess Jangull iy 
is a swan, Similar is the vehicle of Saraswati. In ancient sculp- i 
ture both of them are four-handed. All the attributes mentioned 
in the hymn to Janguli are applicable also to Saraswati, the pre- 
"siding goddess of learning. As already stated, it was in the 
age of Yayur-Veda that serpent lore was considered to be a spe- |i 
cial branch of siudy like the study of music. Naturally, there- | 


fore, the presiding deity of the serpent-lore came to be identified ; | 

with a form of the goddess of learning and Janguli and Saraswati Hi 

came to be identified in that way. In the subsequent conception 
| of Vedic Saraswati, this non-Aryan element of her having anv a 
~  onnection with serpent was, however, discarded. But the tra- Hl 
; dition of Janguli shows that yet it maintained its existence even Hh 
| Outside the pale of Brahminic culture under the auspices of the H 


| Buddhist sect of the Mahayana School. Thus though Janguli 
and Saraswati were originally one, Janguli resorted to the Bud- 
dhist Tantric School and Saraswati to the Vedic society and thus 
became gradually estranged from each other. : 

In the popular belief of medieval Bengal there existed a 


troyer of the effects 
own as Visahari or a 
me her attribute as the 
d to a particular king 
e was thus identifieg 
er appearance in socio, 
hat the Bengali snake. 
eral also continued in 
reatment for boils, burps 
the presiding deity of 
t-goddess Manasa eveq 
s known by the native 


or no difference betweea 
al and the Deccan, 
ch snake-goddesses 
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This is similar to that of 
e two-handed, with younz 
the clenched fists and a hooded umbrella 


eh se a 
yerhead. ‘The face has a contemplative expression. If a co 


images of 

: icon is instituted between these images of Madama 
Eee i Manasa discovered in Bengal 
‘Deccan and the ancient images of Manasé mee 
it will be found that the construction of the upper portion 1s 


almost identical though they have undoubtedly independent 
origin. I shall discuss this again later on. 
A study of histery of the popular cults of Southern India 
reveals that besides Mudama, the worship of other popular 
snake-goddesses is also extant here even to this day. Among 
them the name of Mane Manchamma in the Canarese country 
deserves mention”. Mane Manchamma is not in reality the 
' name of any deity ; it is the name of an unseen living snake, but 
_ the name being connotative of a female, the god-like serpent has 
been taken as a female serpent. Divinity is, however, as- 


ra ee 
Mayurbhanj 1n Orissa*’. 


ti  enchpit in 
| see’ Both images ar 


Ce es * re 
i  pudama in Mysore. 
o held in both 


anthill within the shrine. This unseen 


inasmuch as serpents are believed to live in anthills. In 
the archaeological excavations of Paharpur also in Dinajpur 
District in North Bengal zoomorphic image of a serpent on the 

background of an anthill has been discovered. i 
bc ed by more than one scholar in Bengali that Mane Man- 


the o phie Bengali snake-goddess Manasa, 


md annual worship is held in its honour. Worship - 
Mane Manchamma before a small mound of the 


serpent is also imagined to be living in an anthill - 
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Bengal as advanced by th 


VO" cl 


Manchamma to be 
above theory does not also hok 
s . 


kings being highly ramat in ieh 
a local and popular serpent-deity atten ' 
touchables. Tf, therefore, any influence ol 
ception of the Bengali serpent-goddess 
likely that it was Mudama rather than 
was responsible for it. But no historical 

to reach any definite conclusion on this poini 

The possibility of some elements 
Assam being incorporated into Bengali 
be altogether discounted. Exorcists 0! 
throughout Bengal owe their spiritual ullegian 
Kamakshya in Upper Assam. Serpent-cull 
loped in Assam in ancient times and it is stil! 
there. It is believed that human sacrifices ar 
Thein, a snake-deity which plays a very important pari 
Pantheon even to this day**. Among the Ahoms of the Brah 
putra Valley Manasa is worshipped as the snake-deit B 
gal T have mentioned below a sculpture of Manasa har 
phant as her vehicle which has been discovered in Ass: 
stone-seulpture of Visnu seated on the serpent Ananta und 
canopy of its thousand hoods, a design unknown in orth 
Hindu inconography, has also been discovered from Assan 
In 1532 A.D. an Ahom king occupied Sadiya and entered int 
treaty with the local Mishmi tribe. 

The terms of the treaty were inscribed on an eleven 
high stone pillar constructed in the design of a huge serpen 
encircling it from its top to the bottom—the hood of the serpent 
serving as the top of the pillar and lowest half of its body a 
3 part of the inscription, ‘The pillar can still be seen before t 
; bungalow of the Political Officer at Sadiya in North-East Ass 
From the association of the serpent with the royal inscription 

pi ran: reasonably be supposed that the reptile had had some 1 
; gious or spiritual relationship with the royal family. Yel 
$ į paws sculpture discovered from North-East Assam a pau 
if serpents are found inscribed in a c 
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been living there 
discoveries that 


dia including Bengal. 


: t ever part cf In 
pare : le known as the Bodo has 
joid grouP of people 
i ime. A y the archaeological 
ancient timè. / mong : 
an | y ‘< area a stone-sculpture of a milky 
have been unearthed from this area a: | fied OE 
hedge plant (Cactus Indicus) has also been found. [his find 1s 
very remarkable in the sense that notwithstanding extensive refer- 
ences of the worship of this particular plant 1n Bengali 12 
serpent-cult literature not a single sculpture of this type has been 
prought to light in Bengal so far. If this sculpture really belongs 
to the 13th Century A.D. as it has been claimed and if it was really 
f: worshipped by the above tribal people at one time as such it 
will be difficult to exonerate the Bengali serpent-cult from any 
influence of Assam. But as nothing can be said definitely oa 
these points no conclusion can, however, be hazarded thereon. 


There is a serpent-goddess with the nomenclature Manasa 
who is still worshipped in the Punjab and some western districts 
‘of UP. Before drawing any conclusion as to the origin of the 
m of Se it will be worth while to examine the following 

Poy ee as wh : given by H. A. Rose in his ‘A Glossary of the 
a s oj the Punjab and North Western Frontier 
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Devi is a popular cult of veneration 


vince, but her worship is mo i 
f stly in v ` 
fied in Ambala, Hosiarpur and ee i TRE oori- 
-dist es of Devi are situated oe 
_ districts. At Mansa Devi 
District | sa Devi, near Manimaira, i 
EEN eN huge fair is held twice a Hanes tos Ambala 
mn, in her honour. year, in spring and 


all over the Pro- 
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‘At Budhera in Gurgaon 4 
Devi a fair is held twice a year, OF 
udi 7th. This temple is about ! 
yards square and the roof 1s dom i 
projects an iron bar from which hang 
Of the four images of the goddess, two al 
are marble, each about 3/16 of a yal 
in a niche facing the entrance’ 


There is a small hillock overhanging th 
dwar in western U.P. Itis known as M 
Mansa. At the top of the hillock there | 
is explained by the local guides (Panda) as the | 
from which the hill is supposed to have derived 
is a small image within the temple. The image is co 
public view by a piece of cloth but sometime if 
visible from which it sppears that it is indeed the 
goddess though her association with serpent is not clearly 
cated; Bengali pilgrims who visit the place pay their respec 
her as their own serpent goddess Manasa. There is an unk 
wild plant (not actually cactus Indicus) before the temple. Be 
gali women going there on pilgrimage hang small pieces of st 
from the branches of that tree at one end of a piece of ra 
the usual customary way in expectation of children. 

An isolated reference of Manasa as the serpent-goddess i 
also obtained from the tribal area of Chota Nagpur.?* But the 
Mame there must have been borrowed from the neighbourin 
State of West Bengal. As I have already stated that 
cult is not in any way worth notice in the above 


serpent- 
area. 
Early Sanskrit literature, the grammar of Panini and 
lexion of Amara do not have even the mention | 
Manasa. This also indicates its posterity of origin from som 
non-Aryan stock of words. The later lexicographers have R 
rived the word thus---Sanskrit ‘manas means R os in th 
pig doped the suffix of instrumental has been added to give 
hat ft, mo It is explained by the later lexicogra 
asit is meant the goddess who has been created 
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of the word 


2); $C, Ray, op. cit, 
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spy mind’ Or contemplation by Kasyapa, 
that it is a very far-fetched derivation, 
[t 1s only in Lh oe Sanskrit Puranas as Padma Purana 

Devi Bhagavata, Brahma-vaivarta Purana that we come ; i 
the name Manasa as the serpent-goddess, None of the mas 
Puranas Was composed carlier than the 13th century A.D p 
view of the very briot description of Manasa in those Paias 
the irresistible conclusion is that it was not long since the wor- 
ship of goddess was intyoduced into the society. The conjecture 
may be hazarded that it might have been introduced at least a 
century earlier than the time when those Puranas were written. 

Some of the historical discoveries of ancient Bengal also 
lend countenance to this conclusion. Innumerable images of 

Manasa have been discovered from Bengal and the States adja- 

cent to it. The time of their carving is supposed to be some- 

where between the cleventh and the twelfth century of the Chris- 

‘tian Era. As the name of Vijaya Sena, the first king of the Sena 

dynesty, is inscribed at the foot of one image we can arrive at 
some sort of decision about its time. Vijaya Sena flourished in 

the eleventh century A.D. 

a A word or two are necessary about the figure of Manasa 
to which the name of Vijaya Sena is inscribed. Its value does 
not depend on the historical evidence received about it—it 1s 
uable in the sense that the name of Vijaya Sena is associated 
. This association has given rise to the conclusion in some 
that the worship of the goddess was brought by the Sena 
the South, or that favour was shown by them to this 
n; swas not in conflict with the one 
Į have already refuted the above 


various ssociating the 
. various other reasons for a i 
y tt t I need not discuss. 


It is needless to say 


anehe Detit aia 
p Paikor 


2 THE SUN AND THE SERPENT LORE 


ved. of a pillar. From this inscription the date of 
on of the image has been ascertained. The stone pillar 
a inseribed in it might have belonged to 
$$ or of any other god or goddess. 


formed the subject-matters of pillar 


ded ‘and seated on a blooming lotu: 

A on the right side of the image ther- 
"O ably that of the sage Jaratkaru, the 
Tight knee ; the left hand catches a 
image in ancient character it is 


st bad the last E on: of the inscrip- 
Vijaya Sen a to in it has been 


oop A means to say that the temple in 
or goddess was installed was built under the 
Vijaya Sena who had presumably nothing to do 
n of the carving of the pillar of the temple. Though 
ja Sena may not be definitely known authorita- 
his time as the middle of the eleventh 


Annual Report of the Archaeological 
Supplies us with the description of another 
asa.** Though nothing can be definitely known 
‘ime, yet from the fact that the style of its 

ical with that of the image discovered at Paikor, 
that the two images were constructed within the 
t space of time. The image alluded to has 
village of Bhadiswar in Birbhum. The 
intact. Seven serpents are found spread- 
head of the goddess. Her left hand 
are covered with a bodice of snakes : 
attendant, on the other a male figure 


Inseirptions of Bengal (Calcutta 1929), Vol. 


R. C. Majumdar (Dacca 1971) 1, p. 210- 
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jike the one poe seh Paikor, Probab| A 
The goddess is seated on a blooming pe y the « 
a jimbs are adorned with Ornament I$ in the 
orship-Pot (ghata) upon which wh fe 
jmage appears S be a noteworthy Pimes a 
sculpture in ancient Bengal. It js oji tDution 

jllar—it has been carved out of stone | 

that of the Paikor image. So we máy i design ig 
also constructed in rhe neighbourhood of fl on 
Many such images ol Manasa have been sie 
Museum at Calcutta and also in the Pitt gs in the 
Varendra Research Society of Rajshahi in ion relia iy 

Besides these many other images of aena 

ted after different medels, have been oor t00, construc 
other provinces adjacent to it. Among eh i and 
Manasa seated on an elephant deserves mention i ank = " 
was discovered in Assam, where the ravages of wild ee ile 
are greater than those of serpents. It is for this reason pi ii 
the fact that naga is but another name for the elephant in 
Sanskrit that the goddess has been made to sit on an elephant. 
A (cf. the line nagendraih kritasikharam—carried on shoulder by 
; the king of the Nagas-—in a hymn of Manasa). This also indi- 
cates that as the worship of Manasa was imported only lately 
to Assam from Bengal there was no definite model yet for the 
construction of her image before the sculptors of that State. 
ition to the images of Manasa some images of a goddess 
abies in their laps have also been discovered in North 
nd Mayurbhanj in Orissa. But there are some who 
they are the images of the goddess Sasthi.** 
ult of discovery of these images we are able to 
conclusion on certain points, one of which 
tion of an anthropomorphic serpent-goddess 
«€ an in present day Manasa 3° early 
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